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Pacific Sardines: Critical Food Source in Steep Decline
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The population of Pacific sardines, a crucial forage fish for marine life along the U.S. West
Coast, has dwindled to the point that it can no longer sustain a commercial fishery, according

to a preliminary assessment by scientists advising West Coast fishery managers.

The ongoing collapse is bad news for ocean wildlife, as well as fishermen and others who rely

on a healthy ocean.

This is a major cause for concern, but it shouldn't come as a complete surprise. In 2012, two
government scientists predicted we would end up in exactly this position, finding a parallel
with the last major collapse in the middle of the 20th century. Three years ago, the scientists
wrote that “all indicators show that the northern sardine stock off the west coast of North

America is declining steeply again and that imminent collapse is likely.”
That prediction turned out to be right.

A panel of scientists advising the Pacific Fishery Management Council is reviewing the draft
assessment today, March 6, in Vancouver, Washington. In April, the scientists will make a
recommendation to the full council, which has already established plans for an automatic
cutoff of commercial fishing for sardines when the population’s biomass estimate falls below
150,000 metric tons. In recent years, the stock size has fallen steadily, from 1.4 million metric

tons in 2007 to 300,000 metric tons in the last official stock assessment in August of 2014.

Now, the new draft assessment projects that the population will be less than 150,000 metric

tons as of July 1, the beginning of the new fishing season.

Sardines are small individually, but they are a big deal for the ocean food web. They form
large schools known as bait balls that provide an oil-rich source of protein for many species of
seabirds, marine mammals, and bigger fish, including salmon and tuna. The estimated size of
the West Coast sardine population has fluctuated from several million tons— based on
sediment records gathered on the seabed off Southern California—to less than 5,000 tons in

the 1960s following the last major collapse.
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If the new assessment holds up to scientific review, fishery managers should follow through in
April on their harvest guideline protocols and suspend fishing on sardines for the 2015

season. Doing so would give the population a chance to recover as ocean conditions improve.

The sardine fishery has historically been a major source of revenue for California’s
commercial fishing fleet, dating back to the era chronicled in John Steinbeck’s masterpiece

Cannery Row in 1945, Still, it would not be fair to blame the current collapse on fishing.

We know that sardine populations fluctuate widely with decades-long shifts in ocean
conditions. Sardines grow scarce with shifts to cooler water. However, when the population
reaches this extreme low level, it is a scientific no-brainer that fishing should be curtailed so

sardines don't continue to decline and perhaps reach the point of no return.

These little fish are a big deal for a vibrant ocean. Fishery managers will be making the right

decision by agreeing to strengthen protections for sardines at this critical time.

Paul Shively manages ocean conservation efforts along the West Coast for The Pew
Charitable Trusts.
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SORRY, SARDINES

Pacific sardines are crashing — bad news for whales and
my salad

By Ted Alvarez (http://grist.org/author/ted-alvarez/) on 11 Mar 2015
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(https://grist.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/pacific_sardines_critical_food_source.jpg)Click to embiggen. The Pew
Charitable Trusts (http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/multimedia/data-visualizations/2013/pacific-sardines-critical-food-
source-in-steep-decline)

What do you see in that picture above? Squids (http://grist.org/list/giant-squid-is-
terrifying-even-in-death/). Whales (http://grist.org/climate-energy/blue-whales-are-
making-a-big-comeback-we-think/). Sharks (http://grist.org/article/skip-the-shark-
week-mockumentaries-and-watch-real-sharks-on-these-live-cams-instead/). Salmon
(http://grist.org/food/we-tried-to-prepare-every-part-of-a-salmon-and-this-is-what-we-
ended-up-with/). Some form of mysterious seabird with fashion-forward water wings
(gonna guess a murre). Do you know what we don'’t talk about? That delicious bait ball in
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the center that keeps all your precious charismatic megafauna
(http://grist.org/living/heres-why-you-should-care-about-the-ocean-landlubbers-
edition/) ALIVE. I'm talking sardines: Nature’s real heroes.

I say this for reasons that go beyond how they taste on a bed of kale with piquillo peppers
and cucumber and a shit-ton of squeezed lemon. Pacific sardines and their protein-rich,
sexy-sounding bait balls are a foundation for both the Pacific food web and a vibrant
West Coast fishery. But maybe not for long: Scientists’ project sardine stocks will fall
from 2007’s height of 1.4 million metric tons to under 150,000 metric tons by July 1
(http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/about/news-room/news/2015/03/06/bad-news-on-the-
west-coast-pacific-sardines-are-collapsing) of this year. That’s enough to potentially close
the fishery and seriously imperil all those whales and sharks — which, by the way, don’t
taste half as good when grilled to crisp perfection with a créme briilée torch. Here’s more
from Pew (http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/about/news-room/news/2015/03/06/bad-
news-on-the-west-coast-pacific-sardines-are-collapsing):

If the new assessment holds up to scientific review, fishery managers should follow
through in April on their harvest guideline protocols and suspend fishing on
sardines for the 2015 season. Doing so would give the population a chance to
recover as ocean conditions improve.

The sardine fishery has historically been a major source of revenue for California’s
commercial fishing fleet, dating back to the era chronicled in John Steinbeck’s
masterpiece Cannery Row in 1945. Still, it would not be fair to blame the current
collapse on fishing.

We're not exactly sure why this saintly, smelly fish is in serious decline. Some scientists
blame a naturally occurring climate cycle called the Pacific Decadal Oscillation
(http://articles.latimes.com/2014/jan/05/local/la-me-sardine-crash-20140106), which
flushes colder, nutrient-rich water along the West Coast (good for squid, bad for
sardines). But this ongoing crash (http://grist.org/news/sardines-have-nearly-
disappeared-off-west-coast/) has fishermen and biologists alarmed. In the short term,
some charismatic megafauna might be fine switching to abundant anchovies
(http://grist.org/news/sardines-have-nearly-disappeared-off-west-coast/). But the
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sardine bust will eventually have negative impacts on their populations anyway — and on
my salads, where anchovies are a piss-poor stand-in for the one true baitfish, at least as
far as this charismatic megafauna is concerned.

Source:

Bad News on the West Coast: Pacific Sardines Are Collapsing (http://www.pewtrusts.org/en/about/news-
room/news/2015/03/06/bad-news-on-the-west-coast-pacific-sardines-are-collapsing), Pew Trusts.
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from our dirtiest fuel. But it will come at a price.
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